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Bernard Rancillac's Le Regard idéologique is a tremendously important publication. While the artist, whose well-known paintings can be violently political, deliberately sardonicor pure Mickey Mouse-comes across as shy and deliberately self-deprecating, he is the only artist associated with the Figuration narrative grouping to have attempted to investigate its origins and explore its context. Attempts to market the movement internationally have conspicuously failed. Bernard Blistène's rather grim show Premises at the Guggenheim Soho in New York, in 1998, attempted to present a new urbanised, aggressive France -from reconstruction to rap culture via Jean Nouvel. He could make space for Arman or Ben and Spoerri, but deliberately avoided the two movements which dominated the 1970s and were about painting: Supports-Surfaces It needed an American, sociologist of the English public-school system (!) to analyse France's elite-forming institutions, and state the obvious that the grand machinery of the State and international diplomacy during the Trente glorieuses had more important problems to resolve than questions of art and the left, realism, representation, the avant-garde, etc., and that cultural foreign policy -so much less astute, than America's well-financed CIA Cold War strategies-was of cosmetic importance only, its failures insignificant. A curious bridge was the work Philippe Cognée whose monochrome, encaustic visions of surburban tower blocks on display both at the Assemblée and at the école nationale supérieure des beaux-arts, in Ce sont les pommes qui ont changé curated by Hector Obalk and Didier Semin. I adored this, "oh-so French", exhibition, which seemed particularly self-conscious and witty. While Gilles Aillaud, once a Duchamp-slayer of Figuration narrative along with Arroyo and Recalcati, was acknowledged here as spiritual father of the group, I must confess that, without the spirit of provocation and the all-important dérision of the 1960s, his landscapes of Kenya or Brittany left me unmoved; shown with the SupportsSurfaces veteran Vincent Bioulès and Hugues Pissarro -alias Pomié-, Aillaud confronted a younger generation: the Apple advert on Boisrond's translucent Ville de Paris bus shelters presumably provided the title of the show. Hector Obalk provides an anthology of his texts from 1986 to 2,000 -cool, savant, funny-, good on "bad" art, sometimes over the top.
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The Pommes exhibition also overlapped with Philip Guston at the Beaubourg. The artist's relationship with Philip Roth, twenty years Guston's junior, likewise at his most unbridled and lurid during his self-imposed rural exile in Woodstock, was a discovery for me in the catalogue, where Guston's writings from 1950-78 are translated into French for the first time. Guston's mid-period, almost overwhelming relationship with late Monet seems curiously overlooked here. Early political works in the show such as The Tormentors, 1947-8, when Guston had Communist affiliations, are not illustrated -although of course the resurgence of Klu Klux Klan images in the later figurative work, and the brutality indicated by hob-nailed boots and penis-like stumps is all too apparent. The Centre Pompidou presented a Guston charmingly intellectualised by Didier Ottinger but neutralised by the institution; the comparisons with Goya via Malraux and Camus's Sisyphus "existentialised" à la française an artist who wanted to give art -as well as society-a kick in the balls. 
